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Josiah, my father, married young, and carried|
lhis wife with three children into New England,
about 1682. The conventicles having been
forbidden by law, and frequently disturbed,
induced some considerable men of his
lacquaintance to remove to that country, and he
[was prevailed with to accompany them thither,
[where they expected to enjoy their mode of
religion with freedom. By the same wife he had

four children more born there, and by a second

lto go elsewhere in
search of religious
freedom. Father and
[his first wife had four
more children after
[their arrival in New
[England. When she
died, he took a second
iwife and they had ten
more. In all, father
sired 17 children.
|Almost all of them
survived to adulthood
land married. I recall 13
lof them gathered
laround his table at one
time. I was the
[youngest son—born in
Boston—and only two
more children were
[born after me.

My mother,
father’s second wife,
[was Abiah Folger,
daughter of one of the
[first settlers of New
[England, Peter Folger.
If I recall correctly, no
lless than Cotton
Mather makes
(honorable mention of
Folger as a “godly,
llearned Englishman”
in his history of
churches in New
England. From time to

time Folger wrote
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lwife ten more, in all seventeen; of which I
remember thirteen sitting at one time at his table,
iwho all grew up to be men and women, and
married; I was the youngest son, and the youngest
child but two, and was born in Boston, New
[England. My mother, the second wife, was Abiah
[Folger, daughter of Peter Folger, one of the first
settlers of New England, of whom honorable
mention is made by Cotton Mather in his church
(history of that country, entitled Magnalia Christi
|JAmericana, as "a godly, learned Englishman," if I
remember the words rightly. I'have heard that he
iwrote sundry small occasional pieces, but only one|
lof them was printed, which I saw now many years
since. It was written in 1675, in the home-spun
Iverse of that time and people, and addressed to
those then concerned in the government there. It
iwas in favor of liberty of conscience, and in behalf
lof the Baptists, Quakers, and other sectaries that
lhad been under persecution, ascribing the Indian
lwars, and other distresses that had befallen the
country, to that persecution, as so many
judgments of God to punish so heinous an offense,|
and exhorting a repeal of those uncharitable laws.
[The whole appeared to me as written with a good
deal of decent plainness and manly freedom. The
six concluding lines I remember, though I have
forgotten the two first of the stanza; but the
ipurport of them was, that his censures proceeded
from good-will, and, therefore, he would be
[known to be the author.

"Because to be a libeller (says he)

I hate it with my heart;

From Sherburne town, where now I dwell
My name I do put here;

‘Without offense your real friend,

It is Peter Folgier."
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short poems, and I saw
one of them printed
many years ago. In
1675 he addressed one
lof his poems to his
Puritan neighbors
concerned about their
igovernment. The piece
favored liberty of
conscience and
attributed the Indian
(wars and other civil
distresses to Divine
judgment on the
country. Such
judgments, Folger
contended, could be
lessened by repealing
the laws that
Ipersecuted the
Baptists, the Quakers,
land other religious
sects. The piece was
(plainly and
courageously written
land concluded with a
statement of goodwill
from the author, who
refused to remain
anonymous.

Father was always
lhealthy, of average
lheight, but well-
[proportioned and very
strong. He was both
intelligent and had a

talent for drawing. He
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I think you may like to know something of his
iperson and character. He had an excellent
constitution of body, was of middle stature, but
iwell set, and very strong; he was ingenious, could
draw prettily, was skilled a little in music, and had
la clear pleasing voice, so that when he played
[psalm tunes on his violin and sung withal, as he
sometimes did in an evening after the business of
the day was over, it was extremely agreeable to
lhear. He had a mechanical genius too, and, on
loccasion, was very handy in the use of other
tradesmen's tools; but his great excellence lay in a
sound understanding and solid judgment in
[prudential matters, both in private and publick
laffairs. In the latter, indeed, he was never
lemployed, the numerous family he had to educate
land the straitness of his circumstances keeping
lhim close to his trade; but I remember well his
[being frequently visited by leading people, who
consulted him for his opinion in affairs of the
ftown or of the church he belonged to, and showed
la good deal of respect for his judgment and
ladvice: he was also much consulted by private
[persons about their affairs when any difficulty
occurred, and frequently chosen an arbitrator
[between contending parties.

At his table he liked to have, as often as he
could, some sensible friend or neighbor to
converse with, and always took care to start some
ingenious or useful topic for discourse, which
might tend to improve the minds of his children.
By this means he turned our attention to what was
lgood, just, and prudent in the conduct of life; and
[little or no notice was ever taken of what related to|
the victuals on the table, whether it was well or ill
dressed, in or out of season, of good or bad flavor,

displayed a strong
mechanical talent and
could master many
tradesmen’s tools
[when he had need. In
laddition, he had a
iwonderful singing
[voice and played a
ivariety of musical
instruments.
[Sometimes at the end
lof a business day, he
iplayed hymns on his
[violin and sang along
[with them. These times|
remain a pleasant
memory.

Father’s supreme
talent lay in his
sensible wisdom and
solid judgment in both
[private and public
conflicts. He could
never become a judge,
lgiven his large family
land the necessities of
running the family
[business. Nonetheless,
I remember many
loccasions when
lleading citizens visited
our home to seek his
opinion regarding the
affairs of the town or
church. His counsel
[was always heeded,

land many of these
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Ipreferable or inferior to this or that other thing of
the kind, so that I was bro't up in such a perfect
inattention to those matters as to be quite
indifferent what kind of food was set before me,
land so unobservant of it, that to this day if  am
lasked I can scarce tell a few hours after dinner
iwhat I dined upon. This has been a convenience
to me in travelling, where my companions have
[been sometimes very unhappy for want of a
suitable gratification of their more delicate,
[because better instructed, tastes and appetites.

My mother had likewise an excellent
constitution: she suckled all her ten children. T
never knew either my father or mother to have
lany sickness but that of which they dy'd, he at 89,
land she at 85 years of age. They lie buried
together at Boston, where I some years since
Iplaced a marble over their grave, with this
inscription:

JOSIAH FRANKLIN,
and
ABIAH his Wife,
lie here interred.
They lived lovingly together in wedlock
fifty-five years.
‘Without an estate, or any gainful
employment,
By constant labor and industry,
with God's blessing,
They maintained a large family
comfortably,
and brought up thirteen children
and seven grandchildren
reputably.
From this instance, reader,
Be encouraged to diligence in thy calling,
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Ipeople returned to
seek counsel about
matters more private.
[When conflict flared,
father was frequently
chosen to arbitrate the
laffair in lieu of the two
[parties going to court.

We often had
some levelheaded
ifriend or neighbor join
[us at our table where
lhe and father would
invariably engage in
clever or useful
conversation intended
[to be overheard by the
children. In this way,
[father educated us to
the good, the just, and
the sensible things of
[life. I've since learned
[that other families
talked incessantly at
[the table about what
food was being served,
Iwhether it tasted good
or looked attractive, or
[whether or not it was
[preferable to
something else that
might have been
served. As a result of
my upbringing, I
maintain few opinions
las to matters of food
jand remain so
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TWYFORD, at the Bishop of St.
|Asaph's, 1771.

DEAR SON: I have ever had
[pleasure in obtaining any little
lanecdotes of my ancestors. You
may remember the inquiries I made
lamong the remains of my relations
[when you were with me in England,
land the journey I undertook for that
[purpose. Imagining it may be
lequally agreeable to you to know
the circumstances of my life, many
lof which you are yet unacquainted
(with, and expecting the enjoyment
lof a week's uninterrupted leisure in
my present country retirement, I sit
down to write them for you. To
[which I have besides some other
inducements. Having emerged from
the poverty and obscurity in which I
lwas born and bred, to a state of
affluence and some degree of
reputation in the world, and having
lgone so far through life with a
considerable share of felicity, the
conducing means I made use of,
iwhich with the blessing of God so
(well succeeded, my posterity may

[like to know, as they may find some
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In the summer of 1771, the 65-
year-old Franklin enjoyed an
unusually long vacation during
which he spent two weeks in
England at the home of Dr.
Jonathan Shipley, Bishop of St.
Asaph’s. He began writing his
autobiography there. Franklin had
already lived a remarkable life by
anyone’s standards—even before the
additional fame that would come to
him during the Revolutionary War.
He begins his memoirs by sharing
his purpose for writing. Namely,
since he can't live his life over again,
maybe those who read his story will
have the chance to imitate his
successes and avoid his failures. On
a larger note, the autobiography
itself is one of Franklin’s greatest
successes and our first challenge
from him. What stories and advice
will you leave behind for those who
follow after you?

T've always taken great pleasure
in hearing or reading stories about
my ancestors. During a visit to
[England in 1757, I gathered a number|
lof such stories from my living
relatives. Since people are largely
lunfamiliar with the story of my life,
land they might also find such stories
interesting, I sit down to write them
during these two weeks of
luninterrupted leisure in the English
countryside. I have other reasons for
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lof them suitable to their own
situations, and therefore fit to be
imitated.

That felicity, when I reflected
on it, has induced me sometimes to
hat were it offered to my
choice, I should have no objection
[to a repetition of the same life from
its beginning, only asking the
ladvantages authors have in a
second edition to correct some
[faults of the first. So I might,
[besides correcting the faults, change|
some sinister accidents and events
of it for others more favorable. But
though this were denied, I should
still accept the offer. Since such a
repetition is not to be expected, the
next thing most like living one's life
over again seems to be a
recollection of that life, and to make
[that recollection as durable as
[possible by putting it down in
[writing.

Hereby, too, I shall indulge the
inclination so natural in old men, to
[be talking of themselves and their
lown past actions; and I shall
indulge it without being tiresome to
others, who, through respect to age,
might conceive themselves obliged
[to give me a hearing, since this may
[be read or not as any one pleases.
|And, lastly (I may as well confess it,
since my denial of it will be believed
[by nobody), perhaps I shall a good
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fwriting these memoirs in addition to
informing people of my ancestry. I
[was born and raised in America in
[poverty and obscurity and have
achieved considerable wealth, fame,
land happiness thus far in life. People
may one day wish to know exactly
lhow—with the blessings of God—I
larrived at this state of wealth, fame,
land happiness and may even wish to
ladopt and imitate some of my
methods and habits.

As I reflect on my current
(happiness, I can honestly say that if I
[were given the opportunity to live my
life over again from the beginning I
iwould do so. Having been a printer, I
iwould only ask to have the editorial
ladvantage of being able to correct the
[faults of the first edition of my life
during the second edition. I would
lalso welcome the opportunity to
lavoid accidentally harming some of
the people I did along the way, now
lhaving the benefit of hindsight.
[Nonetheless, even if both requests
[were denied, I would still accept the
loffer. Since one can never really
repeat one’s life, the next best thing
lone can do is to remember one’s life
land make that remembrance as
[permanent as possible by putting it
[down in writing.

As old men are fond of talking of
[both themselves and their own past
lactions, I hope to accomplish this
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|deal gratify my own vanity. Indeed,
I scarce ever heard or saw the
introductory words, "Without

ity I may say," &c., but some
[vain thing immediately followed.
Most people dislike vanity in others,|
whatever share they have of it
(themselves; but I give it fair quarter
[wherever I meet with it, being
Ipersuaded that it is often productive|
lof good to the possessor, and to
others that are within his sphere of
laction; and therefore, in many
cases, it would not be altogether
labsurd if 2 man were to thank God
ifor his vanity among the other
comforts of life.

And now I speak of thanking
God, I desire with all humility to
acknowledge that I owe the
mentioned happiness of my past life|
to His kind providence, which lead
me to the means I used and gave
(them success. My belief of this
induces me to hope, though I must
not presume, that the same
igoodness will still be exercised
ftoward me, in continuing that
(happiness, or enabling me to bear a
[fatal reverse, which I may
lexperience as others have done: the
complexion of my future fortune
[being known to Him only in whose
[power it is to bless to us even our
afflictions.
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fwithout boring others. Younger
Ipeople who—because of my age—
might otherwise feel obliged to listen
to my stories when I tell them can
stop reading whenever they wish,
[without fear of offending me. Finally,
I may as well admit this upfront, as
it’s difficult to deny in any credible
[way: Writing this autobiography
might gratify a good deal of my own
[vanity. Most people dislike displays
of self-importance in others, despite
doing a good bit of it themselves. I've
scarcely ever heard or seen the
[phrase, “Without the least bit of
[vanity let me say...” but some self-
[promoting story immediately
followed. Thus, I try to give vanity
due credit whenever I encounter it,
las it can sometimes benefit not only
the possessor, but also others who
[fall within his circle of influence. As
such, it would not be altogether
absurd if someone were to thank God
ifor their vanity since even it can
make the world a better place from
[time to time.

Speaking of thanksgiving, with
lall humility I wish to acknowledge
that I would have experienced none
lof the abovementioned happiness
lhad God not led me to the right path
land given me success once upon it.
My belief in such guidance leads me
to hope (but never assume) that this
same goodness will continue to bless
me and either continue my happiness
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lor strengthen me to bear the difficult
times that can come upon any
[person. God alone knows my future,
and He can bless us even in our
[troubles.
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Chapter 2:
Franklin Means Freedom
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Reaney’s Dictionary
of English Surnames
notes that “Franklin”is
derived from the Middle
English word
“frankeleyn,” meaning “a
[freeman, a land-owner of|
free but not noble birth.”
Franklin had freedom in
his blood, so to speak. In
this chapter, Franklin
discusses his ancestors
and tells of how they
celebrated their freedom
by rebelling against
authority in their choice
of religion. He also notes
that he was the youngest
son of the youngest son
| for five generations back
in his family. In a
landowning aristocracy,
he would be doomed to
inherit nothing. In the
American colonies, by
contrast, he could by dint|
of his own effort become
a wealthy citizen.

One of my uncles
[who also enjoyed
collecting stories about
the family gave me some
detailed notes about my
lancestry. From these
(writings I learned that my
[family had lived in the
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The notes one of my uncles (who had the
same kind of curiosity in collecting family
lanecdotes) once put into my hands, furnished
me with several particulars relating to our
ancestors. From these notes I learned that the
ifamily had lived in the same village, Ecton, in
[Northamptonshire, for three hundred years,
land how much longer he knew not (perhaps
from the time when the name of Franklin, that
[before was the name of an order of people, was
lassumed by them as a surname when others
[took surnames all over the kingdom), on a

ifreehold of about thirty acres, aided by the

same village, Ecton, in
[Northhamptonshire, for
lat least 300 years—maybe|
longer, but we don’t know|
[for sure. About three
centuries ago, people all
over the kingdom
lassumed surnames, and
our clan assumed the
name “Franklin.” The
[family lived on about 30
lacres, which they owned
[free and clear. In addition
fto the land, the family
thad maintained a
[blacksmith’s business for
many generations with
the eldest son always
[being trained to continue
[the business—a custom
that my own father, a
candle maker, followed
(with his eldest son. When
I searched the records at
[Ecton, I found details of
the family’s births,
marriages, and burials all
the way back to the year
1555. Prior to this date,
no records were kept.
Reading these records, I
learned that I was the
[youngest son of the
[youngest son for five
|generations back.

My grandfather,

[Thomas, was born in

x
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smith's business, which had continued in the
family till his time, the eldest son being always
[bred to that business; a custom which he and
my father followed as to their eldest sons.
|When I searched the registers at Ecton, I found
lan account of their births, marriages and
[burials from the year 1555 only, there being no
registers kept in that parish at any time
Ipreceding. By that register I perceived that I
[was the youngest son of the youngest son for
[five generations back. My grandfather Thomas,
iwho was born in 1598, lived at Ecton till he
lgrew too old to follow business longer, when he
[went to live with his son John, a dyer at
Banbury, in Oxfordshire, with whom my father
served an apprenticeship. There my
lgrandfather died and lies buried. We saw his
|gravestone in 1758. His eldest son Thomas
llived in the house at Ecton, and left it with the
land to his only child, a daughter, who, with her|
lhusband, one Fisher, of Wellingborough, sold it
[to Mr. Isted, now lord of the manor there. My
lgrandfather had four sons that grew up, vi
[Thomas, John, Benjamin and Josiah. I wﬂl
lgive you what account I can of them, at this
distance from my papers, and if these are not
llost in my absence, you will among them find
many more particulars.

Thomas was bred a smith under his father;
[but, being ingenious, and encouraged in
llearning (as all my brothers were) by an
[Esquire Palmer, then the principal gentleman
in that parish, he qualified himself for the
[business of scrivener; became a considerable
man in the county; was a chief mover of all

[public-spirited undertakings for the county or
ftown of Northampton, and his own village, of
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1508 and lived in Ecton
juntil he grew too old to
[keep up with his business.|
He then moved to
Banbury, in Oxfordshire,
[to live with his son John,
la wool dyer, under whom
my father would
lapprentice. My
lgrandfather died in
Banbury, and I visited his
lgrave during my time
there in 1758. His eldest
son, also named Thomas,
remained in the house at
[Ecton which he left along
(with the land to his only
child, a daughter. She and|
(her husband sold the
Iplace, but the new owner
lhas kept it in excellent
condition.

My grandfather had
[four sons that survived
childhood. Their names
iwere Thomas, John,
Benjamin, and Josiah.
|According to family
tradition, Thomas was
[trained to be a blacksmith|
llike his father. However,
[being rather intelligent
land encouraged to further|
study by one of the
leading citizens, he
[became a document clerk.

[This resulted in his
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[which many instances were related of him; and
much taken notice of and patronized by the
then Lord Halifax. He died in 1702, January 6,

[born. The account we received of his life and
character from some old people at Ecton, I
remember, struck you as something
lextraordinary, from its similarity to what you
[knew of mine. "Had he died on the same day,"
[you said, "one might have supposed a
transmigration.”

John was bred a dyer, I believe of
[woolens. Benjamin was bred a silk dyer,
serving an apprenticeship at London. He was
lan ingenious man. Iremember him well, for
iwhen I was a boy he came over to my father in
Boston, and lived in the house with us some
lvears. He lived to a great age. His grandson,
'Samuel Franklin, now lives in Boston. He left
[behind him two quarto volumes, MS., of his
lown poetry, consisting of little occasional
Ipieces addressed to his friends and relations, of
(which the following, sent to me, is a specimen.
IHe had formed a short-hand of his own, which
lhe taught me, but, never practising it, I have
now forgot it. I was named after this uncle,
there being a particular affection between him
and my father. He was very pious, a great
lattender of sermons of the best preachers,
iwhich he took down in his short-hand, and had
[with him many volumes of them. He was also
much of a politician; too much, perhaps, for his
station. There fell lately into my hands, in
ILondon, a collection he had made of all the
Iprincipal pamphlets, relating to public affairs,
from 1641 to 1717; many of the volumes are

[wanting as appears by the numbering, but
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[becoming a leading
lcitizen in both the county
of Northampton and his
lown village. He achieved
la small degree of fame for
(his many public projects,
some supported by Lord
Halifax. He died on
\January 17, 1702—four
[years to the day before I
[was born. As our lives
(have had certain
iparallels, some family
members half-believe that
[there was a
transmigration of soul
from his body to mine.

As I mentioned
earlier, John became a
dyer of wools. Benjamin,
in contrast, became a silk
dyer, serving an
lapprenticeship in
London. He was an
intelligent man, like his
loldest brother, Thomas. I
[knew Benjamin
[personally as he traveled
[to our home in Boston
iwhen I was a young boy
land lived there several
[vears. He lived to a very
old age, and his grandson,|
'Samuel Franklin, now
[lives in Boston. When he
died, Benjamin left
[behind two books of

x
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[there still remain eight volumes in folio, and
[twenty-four in quarto and in octavo. A dealer
in old books met with them, and knowing me
[by my sometimes buying of him, he brought
them to me. It seems my uncle must have left
ithem here, when he went to America, which
[was about fifty years since. There are many of
lhis notes in the margins.

This obscure family of ours was early in
the Reformation, and continued Protestants
through the reign of Queen Mary, when they
[were sometimes in danger of trouble on
laccount of their zeal against popery. They had
lgot an English Bible, and to conceal and secure
it, it was fastened open with tapes under and
(within the cover of a joint-stool. When my
|great-great-grandfather read it to his family, he
fturned up the joint-stool upon his knees,
turning over the leaves then under the tapes.
One of the children stood at the door to give
notice if he saw the apparitor coming, who was
lan officer of the spiritual court. In that case the
stool was turned down again upon its feet,
[when the Bible remained concealed under it as
[before. This anecdote I had from my uncle
Benjamin. The family continued all of the
IChurch of England till about the end of Charles
the Second's reign, when some of the ministers
that had been outed for nonconformity holding
conventicles in Northamptonshire, Benjamin
land Josiah adhered to them, and so continued
all their lives: the rest of the family remained
(with the Episcopal Church.
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[poetry, which he had
[written for friends and
family. He invented his
lown method of shorthand
[writing which he taught
me. I never practiced it,
lhowever, and have now
forgotten it. Because he
land my father were so
close, my father chose to
name me after this uncle.

My uncle Benjamin
[was very religious and
[listened often to the best
[preachers, writing down
leach of their sermons in
lhis special shorthand. He
iwas also fascinated by
[politics, although he
never had the resources
[to pursue a public life.
[His interest was to such a
degree that he had almost
la complete collection of
[political pamphlets dating|
from 1641 to 1717 (when
lhe left for America).
Much to my surprise, his
collection was shown to
me by a dealer of old
[books when I was in
ILondon many years later.
|Apparently, he left them
there when he departed,
land Ilearned a good deal
labout him by reading the
notes he left in the
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margins.

This little-known
family of ours became
Protestants early in the
Reformation and
remained so through the
reign of Queen Mary.
[They were often in danger|
las they countered her zeal
[for the Catholic Church
(with their own zeal
lagainst it. Being
Protestants, they were
rebellious and had
obtained their own Bible,
(which they fastened open
(with straps to the
lunderside of a stool. My
luncle Benjamin told me
that my great-great
grandfather would turn
the stool up on his knees
iwhen reading the Bible to
lhis family, keeping the
Ipages neatly fastened
junder a set of straps.
[While he read, one of the
children stood watch at
[the door to warn if an
lofficer of the spiritual
court should appear on
[patrol. Should this
lhappen, the stool could
quickly be turned down
lupon its feet, concealing
the Bible without losing

the place of the reading.
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All the brothers
remained with the
Church of England until
near the end of the reign
lof Charles II, when some
lof the Church’s ministers
[were removed for
disregarding the Church
(hierarchy and
iworshipping in a way of
their own choosing. My
[father and his brother
Benjamin chose to follow
these nonconformist
ministers. The rest of the
family remained affiliated
iwith the Church of
[England and embraced
the dictates of its
jauthorities.





